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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PROVIDING 
MOTION ESTIMATION SIGNALS FOR 
COMMUNICATING IMAGE SEQUENCES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates generally to methods and appa 
ratus for transmitting sequences of image representing 
data, and in particular, to a method and apparatus for 
estimating the motion difference between successive 
frames of an image sequence for transmission over a 
bandwidth limited channel. 
Many motion estimation methods and apparatus are 

available to describe, in one manner or another, the 
differences between successive frames of an image se 
quence in order to help reduce the bandwidth require 
ments associated with transmitting the sequence of im 
ages through a bandwidth limited channel. The litera 
ture suggests that motion estimation methods can be 
divided between spatial-domain motion estimation and 
frequency-domain motion estimation. The present in 
vention is directed to spatial-domain motion estimation. 
The literature further suggests that spatial-domain 

motion estimatation can be categorized as (a) region 
matching, (b) adaptive linear prediction, (c) frame and 
pixel differencing, and (d) recursive minimization. The 
methods belonging to the region matching catagory use 
some type of correlation measure to search for a region 
within an image which most closely matches a particu 
lar region in a previous image. This work, however, 
required large amounts of computation, and the compu 
tation increases as a ?ner resolution becomes desirable. 
One more ef?cient region matching method relies upon 
a logarithmic search procedure wherein displacements 
are found by successively reducing the area of the 
search. For each step, the error is computed at ?ve 
locations, one in the center and four along the respec 
tive X and Y axis passing through the center. The pro 
cedure continues until a displacement accurate to 
within one pixel is found. This method assumes that the 
error function monotonically increases away from the 
actual displacement; and, as will be noted below, such is 
not always the case. Hence the logarithmic search 
method can become trapped in local minima rather than 
reaching the global minimum. 
The adaptive linear prediction method is an extension 

of the two dimensional differential pulse code modula 
tion methods developed during the 1950’s. A number of 
these methods form a prediction based upon spatially 
neighboring pixels as well as those from previous tem 
porally earlier frames. The prediction model can be 
adapted using overhead data or can adapt itself accord 
ing to spatially varying image statistics. In any instance, 
three-dimensional adaptive prediction can be regarded 
as an example of motion estimation; and this can be 
con?rmed by recognizing that the predictor is likely to 
place its largest weighting on the most highly corre 
lated pixels which are available. For pure translation, 
the most highly correlated pixels are those lying on the 
motion path in previous frames. 
Adaptive linear prediction methods have several 

short-comings. First, they require signi?cant computa 
tion to derive the predictor when the order of predic 
tion increases. And, to take advantage of a displacement 
of several pixels, the order must be quite high. A second 
disadvantage is that the predictor coef?cients do not 
necessarily suggest a single displacement vector. Ac 
cordingly, the overhead data required for such a trans 
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2 
mitter-based motion estimation method can become 
quite substantial. 
The frame and pixel differences method utilizes the 

relationship between the spatial and temporal ?rst dif 
ference signals and derives a measure of displacement, 
magnitude by accumulating the absolute temporal dif 
ference signal over a region and dividing it by the accu 
mulated absolute pixel difference signal. The accumu 
lated pixel difference signal serves as a normalizing 
factor to account for the size and detail of the moving 
image. While the method is very attractive in terms of 
real-time implementation, it is not a very accurate mo 
tion estimation method, particularly when displace 
ments of several pixels are encountered. 
The concept of recursive spatial-domain motion esti 

mation, introduced by Netravali and Robbins, and de 
scribed in US. Pat. 4,218,703, issued Aug. 19, 1980, 
converges upon explicit displacement estimates through 
the recursive updates of a steepest descent search. Thus, 
for each pixel in an image, an error function is de?ned as 
the squared difference between the desired pixel value 
and that of a displaced pixel in the previous frame. 
Thus, for a typical raster scan, an initial displacement is 
assigned based upon the value of one or more of the 
displacements which have already been computed for 
the neighboring pixels. If the error function at the pres 
ent pixel is below a predetermined threshold, the 
method proceeds to the next pixel without modifying 
the displacement assigned in accordance with the neigh 
boring pixels. Otherwise, the gradient of the error func 
tion is determined with respect to the displacement 
vector, and in an attempt to minimize the error function, 
the displacement vector is perturbed in a direction 0p 
posite to the gradient and in an amount proportional to 
its magnitude. ‘The method thus uses this new value as 
the displacement value for the pixel and then proceeds 
to the next picture element. 

Since its conception, several papers have discussed 
improvements in this “pel-recursive” method. Two 
improvements are of particular interest. In the ?rst, the 
error function is de?ned over several neighboring pix 
els. This modi?cation provides greater noise immunity, 
thereby improving the stability and accuracy of the 
method. However, the amount of computation required 
for the recursion on each pixel increases. The second 
improvement is a departure from the steepest descent 
minimization, which converges slowly once a point 
near the minimum is reached. Hence, using an error 
function over several pixels, Netravali and Robbins 
suggest the use of a least-mean-square minimization 
method which is conceptually similar to the steepest 
descent, except for the inclusion of a steering matrix 
which multiplies the gradient value. Thus, near the 
minimum, the steering matrix effectively lengthens the 
step size over that given by the steepest descent alone. 
This method, however, does require a matrix inversion 
and therefore suffers from possible singularity condi 
tions near the minimum. 
The pel-recursive method suffers from two de?cien 

cies. First, the method has been used almost exclusively 
as a statistical predictor embedded in a differential 
pulse-code-modulation system. Thus, even when the 
error is de?ned over several pixels, these pixels are 
restricted to be those which have already been “trans 
mitted”. This limits the performance of the pel-recur 
sive method in the same manner as the self-adaptive 
linear prediction method. Second, the pel-recursive 
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method uses a steepest descent approach with but a 
single iteration on each pixel. 

Accordingly, an object of the invention is a more 
ef?cient and reliable motion estimation apparatus and 
method, and a more exact de?nition of the motion vec 
tor displacement for an image in a sequence of images. 
Other objects of the invention are a motion estimation 
method and apparatus having high precision and mini 
mal computational burden. Further objects of the in 
vention are a motion estimation method and apparatus 
for determining motion vector displacement over block 
regions of an image, having sub-pixel resolution, good 
noise immunity, and which provides for a minimization 
process which generally reaches a global minimum for 
the block regions. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates to an image sequence transmis 
sion method and apparatus for transmitting a sequence 
of images over a bandwidth limited channel. The 
method employs a motion estimation process for esti 
mating, for successive image frames, a measure of mo 
tion displacement between successive images in the 
sequence. The method features the steps of dividing 
each of the images into non-overlapping blocks, each 
block having a plurality of picture elements; selecting 
an initial value of motion vector displacement for each 
successive block; iteratively determining, using a steep 

{fI'L'GSl descent approach, successive values of the motion 
: vector displacement for successive blocks of an image; 
1: and terminating the iteration process for a block when 
ran, iteration error measure associated with the steepest 

' descent approach is less than a predetermined threshold 
value. 

In particular aspects of the method, the selecting step 
afeatures generating the initial value of the motion vector 
..displacement for a block from a weighted average of 

. .;previously determined motion vector displacements for 
-<..-::.blocks adjacent to the block being processed. In another 

:aspect, the determining step features modifying, for 
‘each iteration, a previous motion vector displacement in 
accordance with a multiplicative product of an incre 
mental step value and an error gradient; and wherein 
the terminating step features terminating the iteration 
process when the multiplicative product of the initial 
step value and the error gradient is less than the prede 
termined threshold value. In a preferred embodiment of 
the invention, the determining step features adaptively 
modifying the initial incremental step value in accor 
dance with the error gradient value. In other aspects of 
the method, the motion vector displacement increment 
is limited to be less than a selected maximum displace 
ment value and the ?rst multiplicative product is limited 
to be less than a selected maximum update threshold 
step size. 

In accordance with the apparatus of the invention, 
the motion estimation circuitry features elements for 
dividing each image into non~overlapping blocks, each 
block having a plurality of picture elements; elements 
for selecting an initial value of a motion vector displace 
ment for each successive block to be considered; further 
elements‘ for iteratively determining, using a steepest 
descent approach, successive values of the motion vec 
tor displacement for successive blocks of an image; and 
elements for terminating the iteration for a block when 
an iterative error measure associated with the steepest 
descent approach is less than a predetermined threshold 
value. 
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4 
In speci?c and preferred aspects of the motion esti 

mation apparatus, there are featured means for generat 
ing the initial vector displacement value of the motion 
vector displacement for a block from a weighted aver 
age of previously determined motion vector displace 
ment values for blocks adjacent thereto. The apparatus 
further provides circuitry for modifying, for each itera 
tion, a previous motion vector displacement in accor 
dance with a multiplicative product of an incremental 
step value and an error gradient. The iteration termi 
nates when the multiplicative value of the initial step 
value and the error gradient is less than the predeter 
mined threshold value. The apparatus further provides 
for adaptively modifying the incremental step value in 
accordance with the error gradient value and for limit 
ing both the vector displacement and the ?rst multipli 
cative product (and hence the incremental displacement 
adjustment or offset) to be less than respective maxi 
mum displacement and update threshold values. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other objects, features, and advantages of the inven 
tion will appear from the following description of par 
ticular preferred embodiments taken together with the 
drawings in which: 
FIG. 1 is an electrical block diagram of a typical 

image communications system in accordance with the 
claimed invention; 
FIG. 2 is an electrical block diagram of the transmit 

ter of a motion-compensated image encoding apparatus 
in accordance with the invention; 
FIG. 3 is an electrical block diagram of the receiver 

of a motion-compensated image coding system for re 
ceiving the channel signals from the transmitter of FIG. 
2; 
FIG. 4 is an electrical block diagram of an alternate 

transmitter utilizing a closed loop motion-compensated 
image coding system in accordance with the invention; 
FIG. 5 is an electrical block diagram of the transmit 

ter of a motion-compensated image coding system 
which utilizes temporal DPCM coding of the motion 
data in accordance with the invention; 
FIG. 6 is an electrical block diagram of the receiver 

of a motion-compensated coding system utilizing tem 
poral DPCM coding of the motion data in accordance 
with the invention; 
FIG. 7 is an electrical block diagram of a motion 

compensation apparatus for a ?eld of undersampled 
motion vectors in accordance with the preferred em 
bodiment of the invention; 
FIG. 8 is a diagrammatic representation of the spatial 

interpolation process according to the invention; 
FIG. 9 is an electrical block diagram of an iterative 

spatial-domain motion estimation apparatus utilizing 
adaptive, steepest descent error minimization; 
FIG. 10 is an electrical block diagram of an iterative 

spatial-domain motion estimation , apparatus utilizing 
adaptive, steepest descent error minimization with an 
improved data processing structure; and 
FIG. 11 is a diagrammatic presentation of the relative 

locations of adjacent blocks used in predicting an initial 
displacement motion vector value. 

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICULAR PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

Referring to FIG. 1, a communications system 6 has 
a transmitter 8 which, in accordance with a preferred 
embodiment of the invention, has a camera 10 for pro 



4,661,849 
5 

viding a video signal to an analog-to-digital converter 
and frame buffer 12. The frame buffer portion of the 
analog-to-digital converter and frame buffer 12 is capa 
ble of storing a full frame of the video, sampled to, for 
example, eight bits across a 256x240 pixel raster. 
The entire coding and motion compensation process 

takes place in the digital domain. The transmitter has an 
error signal circuitry 14 and a motion estimation and 
coding circuitry 16. A channel encoder 18 codes the 
outputs of the error circuitry 14 and motion estimation 
and coding circuitry 16 and passes the thus encoded 
data onto a channel 20 for transmission to a receiver 21. 
The illustrated motion estimation and coding cir 

cuitry 16 of FIG. 1, in accordance with a preferred 
embodiment of the invention, and referring to FIG. 2, 
compares a present original input frame image, avail 
able over lines 22, with the previous original input im 
age, available in this illustrated embodiment from a 
frame buffer 24. A motion estimator circuitry 26 gener 
ates a measure of the motion displacement between the 
frames input thereto, and can be any of a number of 
motion estimation devices as are well known in the art. 
In a preferred embodiment to be described hereinafter, 
the motion estimation device uses an adaptive steepest 
descent error minimization method to generate the mo 
tion displacement measures. 
The output of the motion'estimator 26 is a ?eld of 

“motion vectors” which, as noted above, provide a 
measure of the motion displacement between input 
frames. This vector ?eld provides a description of how 
to map a previous input frame or input image from 
buffer 24 into the best approximation of the present 
input frame or image over lines 22. By “best” is meant 
an error metric such as, for example, a mean-squared 
error error measure. Typically, the motion estimator 
uses a region matching technique between non-overlap 
ping blocks of the previous and present input images. 
Should motion occur for a region in the previous image, 
the estimator will determine which block in the present 
image is the best match for the block in the previous 
image, and the value of the displacement is the differ 
ence between a new coordinate pair for the block in the 
present image and the original coordinate pair for the 
block in the earlier image. That determination provides 
the motion vector to be associated with the block in the 
previous image. 

Since scenes are generally composed of several large 
objects moving uniformly over time, there is a high 
degree of correlation in the motion vector ?eld. To 
avoid transmitting redundant information, and to re 
duce the data bit requirements, the preferred embodi 
ment of the invention modi?es the motion vector ?eld, 
thereby losing some information, to facilitate the com 
pression of the motion representing data. In the illus 
trated embodiment, this operation is represented by a 
“lossy compressor” 28 which reduces the amount of 
data, and hence the bandwidth, required to represent 
the motion vector ?eld. Noting the similarity between 
motion vector ?eld and natural images, predictive, 
transform, or interpolative coding of the two indepen 
dent components of the vector ?eld can be employed by 
the lossy compressor 28. 
Thus the lossy compressor circuitry 28 is employed 

for coding the motion vector ?eld available over lines 
32, and provides, over lines 30, a coded motion signal 
representative of the motion vectors. This output of the 
lossy compressor, as noted above, will not, upon decod 
ing, exactly reproduce the signals over lines 32 (which 
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6 
provide the measure of motion displacement) and, 
therefore, have some error signal associated with them. 
Nevertheless, the reduction in the data requirements of 
a lossy compressor, when compared to, for example, a 
PCM exact coding method, are so substantial, that the 
use of a lossy compressor is a signi?cant advance in the 
art. One preferred lossy compression circuitry employs 
a discrete cosine transform and the circuitry incorpo 
rates a processing method described in co-pending ap 
plication, U.S. Ser. No.740806, entitled Method and 
System for Adapting a Digitized Signal Processing 
System for Block Processing With Minimal Blocking 
Artifacts and ?led on even date herewith. The inventor 
is Henrique Malvar. That application, assigned to the 
assignee of the present application, is incorporated 
herein, in its entirety, by reference. 
The output of the lossy compressor circuitry over 

lines 30, as noted above, is passed to the encoder 18. In 
addition, those signals are employed by the error cir 
cuitry 14 for determining what the receiver would have 
seen, absent any errors in the channel, and thereby pro 
viding the mechanism for determining the error recon 
struction signal, that is, the signal representing the dif 
ference between what the receiver would have pre 
dicted based upon the coded motion signal representa 
tion over lines 30, and the true image input. 
The output of the lossy compressor over lines 30 is 

used by a reconstructor circuitry 34 for producing, at its 
output, a signal representative of the measure of motion 
displacement, the motion vectors, on lines 32. The dif 
ference between the signals over lines 36, the output of 
the reconstruction circuitry, and the signals over lines 
32, represents the coding error introduced by the lossy 
compression apparatus 28. The output of the recon 
struction apparatus 34, over lines 36, is directed to a 
motion ?eld interpolation circuitry 38 which operates in 
the spatial domain to associate with each picture ele 
ment a motion displacement vector. Thus, while the 
input signals over lines 36 represent motion displace 
ments for groups or regions of elements, for example, 
the picture elements of a 4X4 block, the motion ?eld 
interpolator, as described in more detail below, resolves 
that data so that there is associated with each picture 
element, a motion displacement vector. The resulting 
output of the motion ?eld interpolator, over lines 40, is 
designated the motion reconstruction signal. 
The motion recontruction signal is applied to a mo 

tion compensation apparatus 42 which forms part of an 
error reconstruction loop 43. The error reconstruction 
loop includes a frame buffer 44, a lossy compression 
circuitry 46, and a reconstruction circuitry 48. The 
input to the lossy compression circuitry 46, over lines 
50, is the error signal which is to be transmitted to the 
receiver. That error signal is coded to reduce its band 
width and the resulting signal, the error reconstruction 
signal over lines 52, is delivered to the channel encoder 
18. The lossy compressor 46 can be any of the two-di 
mensional block encoders such as a transform or 
DPCM encoder, and is preferably the encoder de 
scribed in Malvar’s co-pending application Ser. No. 
740806,referred to above. The error reconstruction 
signal is also sent to the reconstruction apparatus 48 
which provides the inverse operation of the lossy com 
pressor 46. There results, therefore, at the output of the 
reconstruction apparatus 48, an error reconstruction 
image over lines 54. The error reconstruction image is 
added to the expected output of the motion compensa 
tor, (which is the estimated receiver image over lines 
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56) and the resulting signal, an estimated previous re 
ceiver image (the predicted receiver image for the pre 
vious frame), is stored in the frame buffer 44. 
The estimated ‘receiver image is also applied to a 

differencing apparatus 60 which takes the difference 
between what the receiver is expected to predict, the 
signal over lines 56, and the actual image available from 
A-D converter and frame buffer 12. The output of the 
differencing apparatus 60 is the error signal input to the 
lossy compressor 46 over lines 50. If desired, a “leak” 
constant, “a”, can be used to multiply the output of the 
motion compensator over lines 56 by a factor less than 
or equal to 1. This factor, a, is indicated at 62 and pro 
vides for gradually eliminating the effect of errors in the 
channel. 
As noted above, the input to the frame buffer 44 is the 

estimated previous receiver image. This receiver image, 
which takes into account all data received by the re 
ceiver. corresponds to the reconstructed receiver image 
for a frame. The image output from the frame buffer 
over lines 64 is the image which the motion compensa 
tion circuitry 42 modi?es in accordance with the output 
of the motion ?eld interpolator 38 over lines 40. 
At the receiver 21, referring to FIG. 3, the data from 

the channel is decoded by a channel decoder circuitry 
70 and the resulting receiver error reconstruction signal 
over lines 72 and receiver coded motion signal repre 
sentation over lines 74 are delivered to reconstruction 

‘"zcircuitries 76 and 78 respectively. The output of the 
' 

error reconstruction circuitry 76 is delivered to a recov 
= ery loop 80 in which motion compensating signals over 

lines 82 are added to the error image representation 
over lines 84 to produce a reconstructed receiver signal 
over lines 86. That signal is delivered to a temporal 
frame interpolator 88, which can add one or more 
frames between the successive received frames over line 
:86, for delivery to a digital-to-analog circuitry 90 and 

f'lfl'OIIl there to a monitor 92 for viewing. 
The frame interpolator 88 interpolates in the tem 

‘poral domain in accordance with motion reconstruction 
‘signals received over lines 94. Those signals are gener 
ated by a motion ?eld interpolator 96 corresponding to 
the motion ?eld interpolator 38 of the FIG. 2. That 
motion ?eld interpolator, as noted above, provides a 
motion vector for each picture element of the image and 
hence allows the frame interpolator to accurately pre 
dict what the image would have been at any selected 
time between received frames. The reconstructed re 
ceiver images over lines 86 are successively stored in a 
frame buffer 98 and are delivered to a motion compen 
sator 99 which also receives signals from the motion 
?eld interpolator 96. The output of the motion compen 
sator, representing the expected receiver image in the 
absence of an error correction, corresponds to the sig 
nal over lines 56 in the transmitter, and is delivered to 
the adder 100 for combination with the output of the 
error reconstruction circuitry over lines 84. As before, 
the output of the motion compensator circuitry can be 
modi?ed by a “leak” parameter, a, whereby the effects 
of errors in the channel can be slowly eliminated. (The 
“leak” parameters, a, for both the transmitter and re 
ceiver must be identical in value.) 

Referring to FIG. 4, in an alternative embodiment of 
the invention, the motion estimation circuitry 26 can 
receive an input image corresponding to the previous 
frame, not from the frame buffer 24 which provides an 
open loop circuitry, but from the frame buffer 44 to 
provide closed loop operation. In certain aspects of 
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8 
operation, such closed loop operation is effective for 
reducing overall error. This, however, is notalways 
true. The alternate input to the motion estimation cir 
cuitry 26 is, in the FIG. 4 embodiment, the predicted 
reconstructed, previous frame output at the receiver. 

Referring now to FIG. 5, the transmitter can employ 
a temporal differential pulse code modulation of the 
output of the motion estimator circuitry 26. In this illus 
trated embodiment, the lossy compressor input is no 
longer received directly from the motion estimator 
circuitry 26 as in the FIG. 2 embodiment, but instead is 
a differential signal correponding to the difference be 
tween the estimated reconstructed signal for the previ 
ous frame, available over lines 110, and the present 
motion displacement vector signal over lines 32. These 
two signals are differenced at an adder 112 and that 
difference is passed to the lossy compressor circuitry 28, 
operating as described in connection with FIG. 2. The 
output of the reconstruction circuitry 34 is modi?ed, in 
this illustrated embodiment, by the previous output of 
the reconstruction circuitry as is available from a buffer 
circuitry 114. These two signals are added at 116. The 
output from adder circuitry 116 is a coded motion signal 
representation corresponding to that available in the 
illustrated FIG. 2 embodiment over lines 36. The loop 
can compensate for channel error using the multiplica 
tion circuitry 118 having a “leak" parameter, a, which 
can range between 0 and 1. 

Referring to FIG. 6, the receiver structure for the 
transmitter of FIG. 5 employs a differential loop 120 
having a frame buffer 122 for storage of the recon 
structed motion displacement vector signals from re 
construction apparatus 78. The receiver, thus, adds, 
using an adder 124, to the output of the reconstruction 
circuitry 78, the previous motion displacement vector 
which is stored in buffer 122. The result, over lines 126, 
is directed to the motion ?eld interpolator 38. As be 
fore, a “leak” parameter, a, can be employed to remove, 
over time, channel errors in the reconstruction signal. 
The Motion Field Interpolator (38, 96) 

Referring to FIG. 7, the motion ?eld interpolator 38 
receives from the reconstruction circuitry 34, a motion 
displacement vector over lines 36 for each block region 
of the image. For example, for a color television video 
signal, a typical luminance image can have a block size 
of 8X8 pixels while a typical chrominance image can 
have a block size of 4X4 pixels. The motion ?eld inter 
polator, employing a selected interpolation method, 
then associates with each pixel of the frame, an interpo 
lated motion vector displacement value. 

In accordance with the preferred aspect of the inven 
tion, a raised cosine interpolation function is employed 
for associating with each pixel a displacement value. 
The interpolation function is stored at 130. The input 
vector ?eld is stored in _a buffer 132 and has a low reso 
lution corresponding to the block size. 

Thus, in accordance with this aspect of the invention, 
each displacement vector from reconstruction circuitry 
34 is associated with the center of a multi-pixel region. 
Thus, for a 4X4 block region, referring to FIG. 8, the 
interpolation vectors are associated with a center posi 
tion, that is, positions 400, 402, 404 which are not, for a 
4X4 block, associated with any one picture element. 
The interpolation process, performed by a vector inter 
polator 124 operates in both the X and Y directions. 
Thus, the displacement vector associated with the 4X4 
pixel block region centered at 400 and the correspond 
ing displacement vector associated with the region cen 
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tered at 402, for example, can be interpolated with re 
spect to the X direction, while the displacement vectors 
at regions centered at 400 and at 404 can be employed 
with respect to a Y interpolation. In general, the inter 
polation process employs a plurality of displacement 
vectors surrounding a point of interest for deriving the 
value of the displacement vector at the point. Thus, an 
X and Y interpolated displacement vector value is as 
signed by the vector interpolator 124 in accordance 
with the interpolation function being used for each pixel 
of the image. In other embodiments of the invention, 
interpolation functions other than the raised cosine can 
be employed. For example, a linear interpolation func 
tion, or a trapezoidal shaped interpolation function can 
be employed, the latter for reducing the computational 
load. 
The output of the transmitter motion ?eld interpola 

tor 38, or the receiver motion ?eld interpolator 96 
(which operates in a manner identical to that of interpo 
lator 38,) is directed to the full motion compensation 
circuitry 42 in the transmitter and to the full motion 
compensation circuitry 80 and frame interpolation cir 
cuitry 88 in the receiver. The full motion compensation 
circuits 42 and 80, using incoming frame image data 
from frame buffers 44 and 98 respectively and the mo 
tion ?eld interpolator output data, produce, in the trans 
mitter, the estimated receiver image over lines 56, and 
in the receiver, the received estimated image over lines 
82. The motion compensation circuitry maps each out 
put pixel location to a location in the previous frame as 
indicated by the displacement vector value associated 
with that output pixel location. The displacement vec 
tors are speci?ed by the motion ?eld interpolation cir 
cuitry associated therewith. In particular, referring to 
FIG. 7, this is the output of vector interpolator 134. 
There results, however, for some coordinate loca 

tions of the new image ?eld, a mapping from pixel coor 
dinates in the previous frame which do not fall upon a 
grid location. That is, the interpolated motion displace 
ment vector may call for a movement of, for example 1% 
picture elements. In these instances, the motion com 
pensation apparatus employs a spatial (or pixel) interpo 
lation, for example a linear spatial interpolation of the 
2X2 block of pixels surrounding the non-integer loca 
tion, for determining a pixel value from the previous 
frame. Other interpolation functions could, of course, 
be employed, for example, the value selected for the 
non-integer coordinate of the previous frame can be the 
value of the pixel closest thereto. Alternately, a raised 
cosine interpolation function can be employed. 

In the illustrated embodiment of the invention, the 
receiver also employs the output of motion ?eld inter 
polator to create one or more frames between those 
which are actually transmitted. In accordance with this 
aspect of the invention, the temporal frame interpolator 
88, in the illustrated embodiment, receives the values of 
the motion ?eld interpolation circuitry to determine the 
image values for a frame positioned in time, in the par 
ticular illustrated embodiment, one-half the distance 
between the transmitted and received frames. In the 
illustrated embodiment, this function is performed by 
halving the output displacement vectors from the mo 
tion ?eld interpolator 96. Thus, if a picture element, 
from one transmitted frame to the next, were displaced 
two pixel positions in the X direction and 4 pixel posi 
tions in the Y direction, the temporal frame interpolator 
would provide an intermediate frame wherein that pic 
ture element was displaced one position in the X direc 
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tion and two positions in the Y direction. In this man 
ner, a frame half way between two received frames can 
be added to the picture image sequence to provide a 
better visual rendition. 
The motion ?eld interpolator 38 and motion compen 

sator 42 can be implemented in hardware, in software, 
or in a combination of hardware and software. 
The Lossy Compressor 

In accordance with a preferred embodiment of the 
invention, the lossy compression circuitry 28 can be any 
of a plurality of a circuitries. For example, the lossy 
compression circuitry can use transform coding, can 
employ differential pulse code modulation, or any other 
lossy coding method. The output of the motion estima 
tion circutry 26 has the appearance, in essence, of a 
highly correlated image wherein each picture element 
represents not a portion of a visual image but, rather, a 
displacement value. According to the preferred em 
bodiment of the invention, a block transform encoding 
method is employed for coding the motion estimation 
output signal. 

In the illustrated embodiment of the invention, the 
lossy compression circuitry can be a discrete cosine 
transform operating on the displacement vector output 
of the motion estimation circuitry 26 to provide coef? 
cient data which is then adaptively quantized in accor 
dance with a Max Quantizer as is well known in the art. 
In this circumstance, the reconstruction circuitry 34 
then becomes the inverse discrete cosine transform as is 
well known in the art. 

In other embodiments of the invention, the lossy 
compression circuitry 28 can be embedded in a differen 
tial pulse code modulation circuitry for example, that 
described in connection with FIG. 4. In this instance, 
the temporal differential pulse code system employs a 
pulse code modulation coder of limited bit structure, 
and it is this lossy coder which provides the errors 
which are compensated for by the system as described 
hereinabove. 

In yet another aspect of the invention, and as de 
scribed the above-noted co-pending application U.S. 
Ser. No. 740806, ?led in the name of I-Ienrique Malvar, 
on even date herewith, and assigned to the assignee of 
this invention, preprocessing techniques can be em 
ployed for improving even more upon the transform 
method described hereinabove, to substantially elimi 
nate the block coding artifacts. In still another embodi 
ment of the invention, the lossy compressor can be 
implemented using a short-space fourier transform, such 
as that described in US. application Ser. No. 713,478, 
?led on Mar. 19, 1985, for a Method and Apparatus- for 
Multi-Dimensional Signal Processing Using a Short 
Space Fourier Transform, and assigned to the assignee 
of the present invention. The disclosure and speci?ca 
tion of the above identi?ed United States patent applica 
tions are incorporated herein by reference. 

" The Motion Estimator 

65 

Referring now to FIG. 9, in accordance with the 
illustrated embodiment, the motion estimation circuitry 
26 employs an iterative spatial domain approach which 
quickly converges through an error minimization pro 
cess for determining the displacement vectors of an 
input signal. In the preferred embodiment, an adaptive, 
steepest descent approach method is employed. The 
method has good convergence behavior. 
The theoretical background for various aspects of the 

invention described and claimed herein are described in 
the Master’s degree thesis of the inventor entitled “The 
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cry and Applications of Image Motion Estimation,", 
was submitted to the Massachusetts Institute of Tech 
nology in partial ful?llment of the requirements of the 
degree of Master of Science. The thesis provides theo 
retical basis for, inter alia the illustrated motion estima 
tor 26, and it is suf?cient to concentrate here on Equa 
tion 3.12, of that thesis, which describes the iterations 
for determining a displacement vector v for a pixel 
having a location p in an image f. The new image is 
represented by g. That equation is reproduced herein as 
Equation 1 where the represents an earlier value of 
the displacement vector and “i+l" represents a next 
value of the displ represents a next value of the dis 
placement vector. 

Equation 1 can be implemented in accordance with 
FIG. 9 where the input g and f frames are stored in 
buffers 200 and 202 respectively. The gradient value of 
the f frame is determined by a gradient computer 204 
and spatial interpolators 206, 208 provide the values of 
f required by the summation in Equation 1. A summing 
element 210 and a multiplication element 212 yield the 
error gradient value which is accumulated in an accu 
mulator 214. The output of the accumulator 214 is mul 

- tiplied by a step size adaptor 215 at a multiplier 216; and 
the result is used to update the vector displacement 

I‘ value in an accumulator 218. The accumulator receives 
' the initial vector prediction value from a prediction 
hardware 220. 

The updated vectors are employed by interpolators 
206 and 208 in determining the values of “f’ and the 
vector output ?eld is stored in a buffer 222. The entire 

' apparatus operates under the control of a system con 
v.t-‘troller 224 which monitors the value of the error gradi 

ent accumulator output and in response thereto adap 
mtively changes the step size. 

Referring now to FIG. 10, an improved_method for 
implementing the adaptive steepest descent error mini 
mization iterative spatial-domain motion estimator 26, 
de?ned by equation 1, provides for use of a single inter 
polator 240 operating upon the f frame and a gradient 
computation circuitry then operating upon the interpo 
lated value output of interpolator 240. There results 
from this circuitry the elimination of one of the FIG. 9 
interpolators thus providing a savings of hardware and 
/or software. 

In employing this method, the three important pa 
rameters are the initial step size, e, the stopping or cutoff 
threshold, T, and the predictor set, a;,-. The initial step 
size plays an important role in determining the rate at 
which the method converges upon the motion vector 
displacement. When e is chosen to have a very small 
value, the method requires an excessive number of itera 
tions before reaching a sufficiently small neighborhood 
of the minimum. As the value of e increases, the rate of 
convergence also increases but there comes a value 
when e is so large that the search procedure will oscil 
late about the minimum without converging. The value 
of e must be determined by empirical tests. For a block 
size of 4X4, a value of 3 ><10-5 has been found to pro 
videthe best convergence behavior. 
The cut-off threshold is compared to the magnitude 

of the error gradient times the initial step size, e, for 
each iteration. This threshold must be chosen with two 
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12 
constraints in mind. First, it should be suf?ciently small 
so that a displacement close to the actual displacement 
is reached. The second and opposing constraint is that 
as the threshold decreases, the number of required itera 
tions increases dramatically. Thus, as with the step size, 
the appropriate cut-off threshold must be found empiri 
cally. (When the step size varies, as described below, 
the threshold, T, as de?ned above continues to be com 
pared against the multiplicative product of the initial 
step size, e, and the error gradient.) 

In determining the cutoff threshold empirically, two 
indicators are of interest. They are the average number 
of iterations per block and the motion compensated 
frame difference energy. In order to ?nd the best value 
of T, the estimation and compensation process is run 
several times. Starting with a small cut-off threshold, a 
minimal value of the motion compensated frame differ 
ence energy is determined. As the threshold is in 
creased, the average number of iterations steadily drops 
while the motion compensated frame difference energy 
remains essentially constant. Eventually, however, a 
value of the threshold is reached at which the estimated 
displacements become inaccurate and the motion com 
pensated frame difference energy begins to rise. In seek 
ing the point of in?ection in the motion compensated 
frame difference energy as a function of T, a value of 
7 X 10'3 was found to be most appropriate. This thresh 
old corresponds to a minimum vector update of 
7 X IO—3 pixels. 
The selection of the predictor coef?cents affects both 

the average number of iterations and the motion com 
pensation frame difference energy. 
The selection of the initial value of the displacement 

vector for each block is, in the illustrated embodiment, 
chosen as a linear combination of displacement vectors 
adjacent thereto. Thus, referring to FIG. 11, the steep 
est descent method provides access to the displacement 
vectors above and to the left of a present displacement 
vector V0. Thus, in accordance with the illustrated 
embodiment, the present displacement vector is de?ned 
by equation 2 as: 

I 
ll Ma 

The a; are the predictor coef?cients while the V; are the 
previously determined displacement vectors. 
The preferred vector predictors, aj, are: a1=O.3, 

a2=0; a3=0.4 and a4=0.3. For these values of the vec 
tor predictors, in combination with the step value and 
threshold values noted above, for one set of data, the 
average number of iterations was 6.71, and the motion 
compensation frame difference energy was 14.1 dB’s 
lower than the non-motion compensated frame differ 
ence energy. . 

In accordance with a preferred embodiment of the 
invention, the selected value of e, the initial step size, 
can be adapted to change as a function of the error 
gradient. Thus, according to this illustrated embodi 
ment of the invention, and under the control of the 
system controller 224, the step size value is adapted to 
change, depending upon the present gradient error 
value, 'or the present and one or more previous error 
gradient values, so that the step size for the vector dis 
placement does not become unreasonably small. A de 
scription of two methods for selecting step size is pro 



4,661,849 
13 

vided in the thesis referred to above beginning at page 
33. 
According to the preferred embodiment of the inven 

tion, the second method, de?ned by Equations 3.18, 
3.19 and 3.20 of the thesis mentioned above is modi?ed 
to reduce the processing load of the system. In this 
embodiment, the equations 3.18, 3.19, 3.20 are modi?ed 
so that: 

(new step sizc)=(old step 5mm (Equation 3) 

a = 1.4 if R > 0 (Equation 4) 
0.3 if R < 0 

where 

and “Gradient E" represents the gradient of the present 
x or y error function, and “Sign[-]“ equals i1 depend 
ing upon the sign of the argument. Equation 4, thus 
de?ned, provides a third method for an adaptive steep 
est descent approach. As noted above, however, the 
cutoff threshold value, T, is measured against the initial 
step size. Thus, the illustrated T can be de?ned as the 
product of a constant times the error gradient. 

Further, in accordance with the preferred embodi 
ment of the invention, the system controller 224 also 
prevents the displacement increment step size from 
being greater than a selected threshold, for example, 
greater than one pixel, and further prevents the maxi 
mum value of the displacement vector from being 
greater than a second selected threshold, for example 
greater than 7% pixels. In this manner, more control of 
the steepest descent process is available and singularities 
which prevent convergence can be avoided. 
The illustrated motion estimator can be implemented 

in hardware, in software, or in a combination thereof. 
Additions, subtractions, deletions, and other modi? 

cations of the preferred particular embodiments of the 
invention will be apparent to those skilled in the art and 
are within the scope of the following claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. In an image sequence transmission method for 

transmitting a sequence of images over a bandwidth 
limited channel, a motion estimation method for esti 
mating for successive image frames, a measure of mo 
tion displacement between successive images compris 
ing the steps of 

dividing each said image into non-overlapping 
blocks, each block having a plurality of picture 
elements, 

selecting an initial value of a motion vector displace 
ment for each successive block, 

iteratively determining, using a steepest descent 
method, succession values of said motion vector 
displacement for successive blocks of an image, 
and 

terminating said iteration step for a block when an 
iteration error measure, associated with said steep 
est descent method, is less than a predetermined 
threshold value. 

2. The motion estimation method of claim 1 wherein 
said selecting step comprises the step of 

generating said initial value of the motion vector 
displacement for a block from a weighted average 
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14 
of previously determined motion vector displace 
ments for adjacent blocks. 

3. The motion estimation method of claim 2 wherein 
said selecting step further comprises 

selecting, for said adjacent blocks, a previous block 
on the same block scan line and a previous, a corre 
sponding, and a future block on a previous block 
scan line. 

4. The motion estimation method of claim 3 wherein 
said weighting factors are respectively 0.3, 0, 0.4 , and 
0.3 for said previous block on said same block scan line 
and said previous, corresponding, and future blocks of 
the previous block scan line. 

5. The motion estimation method of claim 1 wherein 
said iteratively determining step comprises the steps of 

modifying, for each iteration, a previous motion vec 
tor displacement in accordance with a multiplica 
tive product of an incremental step value and an 
error gradient, and 

said terminating step terminates said iteration process 
when said multiplicative product is less than said 
predetermined threshold value. 

6. The motion estimation method of claim 1 wherein 
said iteratively determining step comprises the step of 

modifying, for each iteration, a previous motion vec 
tor displacement in accordance with a multiplica 
tive product of an incremental step value and an 
error gradient, and 

adaptively modifying an initial incremental step value 
in accordance with said error gradient value. 

7. The motion estimation method of claim 6 wherein 
said modifying step comprises 

multiplying a step value for a previous iteration by a 
constant having a value dependent upon the error 
gradients for at least the last two iterations of said 
determining step. 

8. The motion estimation method of claim 7 wherein 
said terminating step terminates said iteration process 
when said error gradient is less than said predeter~ 
mined threshold. 

9. The motion estimation method of claim 6 further 
comprising the step of 

limiting the maximum motion vector displacement to . 
be less than a selected maximum displacement 
threshold value. 

10. The motion estimation method of'claim 6 further 
comprising the step of 

limiting the maximum value of the multiplicative 
product to be less than a selected maximum update 
threshold step size. 

11. In an image sequence transmission method for 
transmitting a sequence of images over a bandwidth 
limited channel, a motion estimation method for esti 
mating for successive image frames, a measure of mo 
tion displacement between successive imagescompris 
ing the steps of 

dividing each said image into non-overlapping 
blocks, each block having a plurality of picture 
elements, 

generating an initial value of the motion vector dis 
placement for a block from a weighted average of 
previously determined motion vector displace 
ments for adjacent blocks, 

iteratively determining, using a steepest descent 
method, succession values of said motion vector 
displacement for successive blocks of an image, 



4,661,849 
15 

modifying, for each iteration, a previous motion vec 
tor displacement in accordance with a multiplica 
tive product of an incremental step value and an 
error gradient, 

adaptively modifying an initial step value in accor 
dance with said error gradient value, and 

terminating said iteration step for a block when a 
multiplicative product of said initial step value and 
said error gradient is less than a predetermined 
threshold value. 

12. In an image sequence transmission system for 
transmitting a sequence of images over a bandwidth 
limited channel, a motion estimation apparatus for esti 
mating, for successive image frames, a measure of mo 
tion displacement between successive images compris 
ing 
means for dividing each said image into non-overlap 

ping blocks, each block having a plurality of pic 
ture elements, 

means for selecting an initial value ofa motion vector 
displacement for each successive block, 

means for iteratively determining, using a steepest 
descent approach, successive values of said motion 
vector displacement for successive blocks for an 
image, and 

means for terminating said iteration for a block when 
an iteration error measure associated with said 
steepest descent, is less than a predetermined 
threshold value. 

13. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 12 
wherein said selecting means comprises 
means for generating said initial value of the motion 

vector displacement for a block from a weighted 
average of previously determined motion vector 
displacements for adjacent blocks. 

14. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 13 
wherein said selecting means further comprises 
means for selecting, for said adjacent blocks, a previ 

ous block on the same block scan line and a previ 
ous, a corresponding, and a future block on a previ 
ous block scan line. 

15. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 14 
wherein said weighting factors are respectively 0.3, 0, 
0.4, and 0.3 for said previous block on said same block 
scan line, and said previous, corresponding, and future 
blocks of the previous block scan line. 

16. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 12 
wherein said iteratively determining means comprises 
means for modifying, for each iteration, a previous 
motion vector displacement in accordance with a 
multiplicative product of an incremental step value 
and an error gradient, and 

said terminating means terminates said iteration 
means when said multiplicative product is less than 
said predetermined threshold value. 
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17. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 12 fur 

ther wherein said determining means comprises 
means for modifying, for each iteration, a previous 

motion vector displacement in accordance with a 
multiplicative product of an incremental step value 
and an error gradient, and 

means for adaptively modifying an initial incremental 
step value in accordance with said error gradient 
value. 

18. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 17 
wherein said modifying means further comprises 
means for multiplying a step value for a previous 

iteration by a constant having a value dependent 
upon the error gradients of at least the last two 
iterations. 

19. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 18 
wherein 

said terminating means terminates said iteration 
means when said error gradient is less than said 
predetermined threshold. 

20. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 17 fur 
ther comprising 
means for limiting the maximum motion vector dis 

placement to be less than a selected maximum dis~ 
placement threshold value. 

21. The motion estimation apparatus of claim 17 fur 
ther comprising 
means for limiting the maximum value of the multipli 

cative product to be less than a selected update 
threshold step size. 

22. In an image sequence transmission system for 
transmitting a sequence of images over a bandwidth 
limited channel, a motion estimation apparatus for esti 
mating, for successive image frames, a measure of mo 
tion displacement between successive images compris 
ing 
means for dividing each said image into non-overlap 

ping blocks, each block having a plurality of pic 
ture elements, 

means for generating an initial value of the motion 
vector displacement for a block from a weighted 
average of previously determined motion vector 
displacements for adjacent blocks, 

means for iteratively determining, using a steepest 
descent approach, successive values of said motion 
vector displacement for successive blocks for an 
image, 

means for modifying, for each iteration, a previous 
motion vector displacement in accordance with a 
multiplicative product of an incremental step value 
and an error gradient, 

means for adaptively modifying an initial step value 
in accordance with said error gradient value, and 

means for terminating said iteration for a block when 
a multiplicative product of the initial step value and 
said error gradient is less than a predetermined 
threshold value. 
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